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ABSTRACT 
The English Discussion Class (EDC) at Rikkyo University uses an adapted version of Paul 
Nation’s (1990) 4/3/2 activity to help students build fluency over time. In EDC classes, each of 
the three stages of Nation’s activity have been shortened by one minute to save time, known as a 
3/2/1. However, this activity requires students to triple their rate of speech rather than doubling 
their rate of speech as in Nation’s original activity. Therefore, if the 4/3/2 activity were to be 
shortened, perhaps halving each stage to a 2/1.5/1 activity would be more appropriate. This 
quantitative study considers the effectiveness of the 3/2/1 activity and 2/1.5/1 activity in improving 
fluency over the course of one semester and the differences between the two activities. The results 
of this study have implications for how fluency activities are used in EDC classrooms. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
English Discussion Class (EDC) at Rikkyo University is one of four required English courses 
taken by all freshmen during their first academic year at the university. Classes consist of 7-9 
students of the same level (based on TOEIC reading and listening scores), and “the practical aims 
of the course are to develop students’ speaking fluency so that they are able to participate in 
extended discussion of 16 minutes or more in length” (Hurling, 2012, p. 1.3).  
As part of helping students to develop their ability to speak fluently in their discussions, 
students complete a dedicated fluency activity. This fluency activity is an adapted version of Paul 
Nation’s (1990) 4/3/2 activity. In Nation’s activity, students are given a topic and a short time to 
prepare a speech on that topic. Students are then divided into 2 groups; speakers and listeners. In 
the first stage of the activity, speakers have 4 minutes to give their speech to a listener who simply 
listens. After the 4-minute stage is completed, the speakers change partners and repeat the same 
speech to a new listener in its entirety, this time in 3 minutes. In the final stage, speakers change 
partners again and repeat the speech once more, but this time they only have in minutes. The key 
features of this activity are that; the speaker should have a different audience each time they speak; 
the speaker should repeat the same speech; and the time available should be reduced each time 
(Nation, 1990). It is believed that repeating the talk three time lessens the demands of deciding on 
content and retrieving the words and linguistic structures to make their speech. As a result, by the 
final stage, the speaker should be better able and generate smoother and more fluent speech (Boers, 
2014). This is especially the case for learners with limited proficiency who find it difficult to 
allocate their attentional resources to both form and meaning at the same time (Yuan & Ellis, 2003). 
Numerous studies attest to the efficacy of this activity (Arevart & Nation, 1991; Boers, 2014; 
Kormos & Dénes, 2004; Nation, 1990, Yuan & Ellis, 2003), and there is some indication that this 
activity also has positive long-term effects on the development of fluency over time (Bygate, 2001; 
De Jong & Perfetti, 2011).  
To save time, a shortened 3/2/1 activity is used in EDC classes, where each stage of the 
activity is reduced by one minute. EDC instructors are encouraged to have their students complete 
this fluency activity in most, if not all, their classes. However, until now, little quantitative research 
has been done into the extent that this activity improves fluency over time in the context of EDC 
lessons. In addition, if we look closely, we can see that there is a significant difference between a 
4/3/2 activity and a 3/2/1. By the final stage of a 4/3/2, students are expected to repeat four minutes
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of content in two minutes, effectively doubling their rate of speech from the first stage to the third. 
Conversely, by the final stage of a 3/2/1 students are expected to repeat three minutes of content 
in one minute, effectively tripling their rate of speech. This seems to represent an exponential 
increase in the difficulty between the two activities. Therefore, if the 4/3/2 activity were to be 
reduced, a 2/1.5/1 activity where each stage is reduced by half (2 minutes for the first stage; 90 
seconds for the second stage; and 1 minute for the final stage) may be more consistent to Nation’s 
original activity, and would also have the added benefit of saving even more time in regular EDC 
lessons. As a result, the purpose of this study is to answer the following two questions: 
 
Research questions 
1) To what extent do the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 activities result in a significant improvement in 
fluency over time in EDC classes? 
2) Are there any significant differences between a 3/2/1 activity and a 2/1.5/1 activity in terms 
of gains in fluency that would warrant using one activity over the other? 
 
METHOD 
Participants 
This study took place over the first semester of the EDC in the spring of 2016 at Rikkyo University 
in Tokyo, Japan. A total 104 Japanese freshmen students over 13 classes agreed to participate in 
the study. Each class consisted of 7-9 students who belong to the same college in the University. 
Classes in the EDC are split into four levels, which are determined based on the students’ 
combined TOEIC listening and reading scores. Of the 13 classes observed; four classes were Level 
2, consisting of 34 students with TOEIC scores of 480-679; seven classes were Level 3 classes, 
consisting of 54 students with TOEIC scores of 280 to 479; and two classes were Level 4 
consisting of 16 students with TOEIC scores <280. No Level 1 (TOEIC ≥680) classes were used 
in this study as the researcher was not teaching any level 1 classes in the academic year of 2016.  
 
Materials & Procedures 
The 12 classes were split into two groups. One group completed a 3/2/1 activity (n=48) and the 
other group completed a 2/1.5/1 activity (n=56) every week for 12 weeks. In order to have an 
equal number of students from each level, each group each consisted of two Level 2 classes and 
one Level 4 class, of the seven Level 3 classes, three completed a 3/2/1 activity, and the other four 
classes completed a 2/1.5/1. All participants in attendance were recorded in week 3 and week 12 
of the study so that their initial and final fluency levels could be compared. Week 3 was chosen 
for the first recording to allow participants to become familiar with the procedure of the activity. 
This helped to eliminate any irregularities in the results from students misunderstanding the 
procedure. 
In EDC classes, fluency activities are typically conducted as a warm-up activity at the start 
of the lesson. However, for the purposes of this study, the fluency activity was used as a 
preparation activity for their discussions around half way into the class. The purpose was to 
eliminate irregularities in the results from participants arriving late to the class and missing the 
start of the activity, and also to give students a chance to warm-up before the activity to give a 
more accurate representation of their fluency levels.  
The activity was conducted as outlined in the introduction. Students were given a question 
in their textbooks based on the topic of the class. Each question also came with a number of basic 
ideas that students could use to help create their monologues (see Appendix for the activities used 
in this study). Students were then given two minutes to think about their monologues to help 
participants free up their attentional resources so that they could focus more fully on producing 
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fluent speech (Skehan & foster, 2005; Yuan & Ellis, 2003). However, no written notes were 
allowed to be taken during this stage of the activity. After the preparation, students were split 
randomly into two groups – speakers and listeners. For classes completing the 3/2/1 activity, the 
first group of speakers gave their monologue for 3 minutes, then 2 minutes, then 1 minute; and for 
classes completing the 2/1.5/1 activity, 2 minutes, then 90 seconds, then 1 minute. The students 
changed partners between each stage and after the first and second stages, the speakers were 
prompted to try and repeat as much of the content from the previous stage as they could. After the 
first group completed the 1-minute stage, the listener-speaker roles were reversed and the second 
group completed the activity.  
 
Analyses 
Recordings of the activity of every participant in attendance in weeks 3 and 12 of the study were 
transcribed by the author. As the research questions for this study focus on the effects on fluency 
of the two activities over time and between the two activities, rather than the effects on fluency 
within one particular activity, it is the final fluency levels that are most pertinent to answering 
these questions. Therefore, only the 1-minute stage of each activity was transcribed. 
Three commonly used variables were analyzed to determine levels of fluency for this study. 
These were articulation rate in syllables per minute, hesitations and pauses in seconds, and number 
of repetitions and reformulations in number of syllables (De Jong & Perfetti, 2011; Kormos & 
Dénes, 2004, Riggenbach, 1991; Skehan, 1996; Yuan & Ellis, 2003). After transcription, syllables 
were counted by entering the text into a syllable counter at www.wordcalc.com. 
Repetitions/reformulations and non-verbal fillers were not counted in the articulation rate. As for 
pauses and hesitations, several studies have defined a pause as a silence lasting 200ms or longer 
(De Jong & Perfetti, 2011). However, it is often very difficult to determine whether a pause for 
such a short length of time is an actual dysfluency or simply a natural pause in speech. Therefore, 
a pause or hesitation was defined as a silence of 500ms or longer for the purposes of this study. 
Non-verbal fillers, such as “um” or “ah”, were also treated as pauses. Repetitions and 
reformulations were independently coded and the number of syllables were counted. As the 
purpose of fluency activities in the context of EDC classes is purely to improve spoken fluency, 
variables pertaining to accuracy of language were not considered in this study. However, some 
studies indicate that when learners try to express more complex ideas, the attentional resources 
used to access more of their linguistic repertoire can have an adverse trade-off effect on fluency 
(Bygate, 2001; Skehan, 1998; Yuan & Ellis, 2003). To take this factor of complexity into account, 
the number of syllables uttered for the first idea in their monologue was also analyzed.  
Two statistical analysis procedures were used in this study. To answer the first research 
question, paired samples t-tests were used to compare each of the variables between week 3 and 
week 12 and determine whether either activity resulted in any significant gains in fluency over 
time. To answer the second question, independent samples t-tests were used to compare each of 
the variables between the 3/2/1 and the 2/1.5/1 activities; first in week 3 to determine if there were 
any significant differences at the start of the semester, and then in week 12 to determine if any of 
these differences had widened or narrowed by the end of the semester.  
 
RESULTS 
First, the results of the effectiveness of the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 in developing fluency over time 
(discussion question 1) will be presented. Then, results comparing the fluency levels of the 3/2/1/ 
and 2/1.5/1 activities in weeks 3 and 12 (discussion question 2) will be presented.  
 
 
New Directions in Teaching and Learning English Discussion 
168 
Effectiveness of the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 activity for developing fluency over time 
Table 1 presents the results of the measures of fluency for the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 activities over 
time. Note that as these results used paired samples, only cases where the participant was present 
for both lessons could be compared. 
 
Table 1. Means and standard deviations of the measures of fluency for the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 
activities over time 
 n 
Articulation 
rate (syllables) 
Hesitations 
(seconds) 
Repetitions 
(syllables) 
First idea 
(syllables) 
3/2/1 Week 3 43 86.58 (20.02) 8.21 (4.27) 10.00 (5.80) 53.81 (17.64) 
3/2/1 Week 12 43 96.37 (20.44) 4.84 (3.19) 9.28 (6.77) 89.09 (23.34) 
2/1.5/1 Week 3 45 89.80 (21.26) 9.73 (5.81) 5.64 (4.41) 46.76 (18.31) 
2/1.5/1 Week 
12 
45 90.62 (18.66) 6.71 (3.71) 9.09 (6.36) 76.22 (23.23) 
 
Paired samples t-test analyses showed that while the participants completing the 3/2/1 
activity made a significant improvement in articulation rate from week 3 to week 12, t(42) =       
-3.105, p = <.01, participants completing the 2/1.5/1 activities made no significant improvement, 
t(44) = .236, p = .79. There was a significant reduction in hesitations in both the 3/2/1 activity, 
t(42) = 7.043, p = <.01, and the 2/1.5/1, t(44) = 2.942, p = <.01 from week 3 to week 12. The 3/2/1 
activity showed no significant improvements in number of syllables repeated or reformulated, 
t(42) = .566, p = .57. However, somewhat counterintuitively, the 2/1.5/1 activity showed a 
significant increase in syllables repeated, t(44) = -3.026, p = <.01. Finally, there was a significant 
increase in the number of syllables uttered for the first topic in their monologues for both the 
participants completing the 3/2/1 activity, t(42) = -9.497, p = <.01, and the 2/1.5/1 activity, t(44) 
= -9.779, p = <.01.  
 
Comparison of the 3/2/1/and 2/1.5/1 activity in week 3 and week 12 
Table 2 presents the results of the measures of fluency for the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 activities in weeks 3 
and 12. Note that as these results used independent samples, all cases where the participant 
attended could be analyzed. 
 
Table 2. Means and standard deviations of the measures of fluency for the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 
activities in weeks 3 and 12 
 n 
Articulation 
rate (syllables) 
Hesitations 
(seconds) 
Repetitions 
(syllables) 
First idea 
(syllables) 
3/2/1Week 3 46 86.76 (19.57) 8.00 (4.27) 10.04 (5.86) 52.57 (17.70) 
2/1.5/1 Week 3 51 90.67 (21.83) 9.25 (5.76) 6.25 (5.54) 48.02 (18.47) 
3/2/1 Week 12 45 95.93 (20.22) 4.96 (3.17) 9.38 (6.65)  87.60 (23.86) 
2/1.5/1 Week 
12 
50 90.82 (18.56) 6.42 (3.67) 9.40 (6.22) 76.64 (23.17) 
 
Independent samples t-tests analyses showed that there was no significant difference 
between the articulation rates of the two activities in either week three, t(95) = .924, p = .36, or 
week 12, t(93) = -1.285, p = .202. In week 3, there was also no significant difference in time spent 
hesitating between the two activities t(95) = 1.208, p = .23. However, a gap emerged by lesson 12 
with participants completing a 3/2/1 activity hesitating significantly less than those completing a 
2/1.5/1, t(93) = -3.272, p = <.05. Similarly, the two activities showed no significant difference in 
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terms of the number of syllables uttered for the first idea in week 3, t(95) = -1.234, p = .220. 
However, participants completing the 3/2/1 activity were saying significantly more in their first 
idea than the 2/1.5/1 by lesson 12, t(93) = -2.270, p = <.03. The 2/1.5/1 outperformed the 3/2/1 in 
only one area with participants completing 2/1.5/1 making significantly fewer repetitions and 
reformulations in week 3, t(95) = -3.272, p = <.01. However, this had leveled out by week 12 with 
no significant difference between the two activities, t(93) = .017, p = .987.  
 
DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS 
In this section, the results above will be interpreted as they pertain to the two research questions 
outlined in the introduction. Firstly, the effects of the two activities on fluency and possible reasons 
behind these effects will be discussed. Then, the two activities will be compared, and 
recommendations for the use of fluency activities in the context of EDC classes will be given.  
 
The effectiveness of the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 activity for improving fluency over time 
The results showed that the two activities had varying degrees of effectiveness in improving 
fluency over time. To start with the areas where the activities performed similarly, both the 3/2/1 
and 2/1.5/1 showed significant reductions in time spent hesitating. This indicates that participants 
using both activities became more proficient in talking about their ideas in smooth continuous 
speech, and may be explained by participants getting better at planning their ideas and expressing 
their ideas with practice. Both activities also showed a significant increase in the amount they 
were saying for their first idea. This was evident when looking at the transcripts, as most 
participants were expressing three, or even four, separate ideas in week 3, but by week 12, were 
often speaking about one idea for the entire minute. This improvement may be related to the 
fluency activity in part, but it is probably also related to development of the participants’ 
discussion skills in EDC classes. This can be seen in the transcripts, where the majority of 
participants were giving only a simple opinion and one reason for each of their ideas in week 3. 
However, by week 12, their ideas had become much more complex, supporting each of their 
opinions with multiple reasons and detailed examples, skills they had been practicing as part of 
their EDC classes. 
Both activities showed significant improvements in hesitations and complexity of ideas. 
However, with the other two measures of fluency, there were significant differences. With regards 
to the number repetitions and reformulations, the 3/2/1 activity showed no significant 
improvement over time. On the other hand, the 2/1.5/1 showed a significant negative effect, with 
mean number of syllables repeated or reformulated almost doubling from week 3 to week 12. 
These results have to be taken in context as the independent samples t-test showed that the 2/1.5/1 
activity started with a significantly lower number of repetitions/reformulations in week 3. 
However, it is still important to note that performance for the 2/1.5/1 activity got significantly 
worse whereas the 3/2/1 activity stayed more or less the same. This lack of improvement may be 
related to increasing length and complexity of their ideas. Skehan (1998) suggested that as learners 
access more of their linguistic repertoire to express more complex ideas, there is a tradeoff effect 
with fluency. Consequently, the shorter length of the first two stages of the 2/1.5/1 activity could 
account for the significantly lower levels of repetition in week 3, as participants had fewer ideas 
to recall in each stage. However, as the participants of both activities started to talk primarily about 
only one topic for the whole minute, this became less of a factor and the repetition rates leveled 
out by week 12. Finally, and arguably most importantly, the results showed a significant difference 
in improvements of articulation rates between the two activities, with the 3/2/1 showing a 
significant improvement from week 3 to week 12 and the 2/1.5/1 activity showing no significant 
improvements. Again, these results need to be taken in context as the 3/2/1 showed a slightly lower 
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articulation rate than the 2/1.5/1 in week 3 and improved to a slightly higher rate in week 12, 
whereas the 2/1.5/1 activity stayed in the middle. However, these results indicate that longer first 
and second stages of the 3/2/1 have a greater effect on encouraging the participants to push out 
more content and make improvements in their rate of articulation over time, as opposed to the 
2/1.5/1, which had almost no impact on articulation rates. To summarize, the results indicate that 
both the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 activities have generally positive effects in improving fluency. 
Particularly, both activities were effective in reducing hesitations and length of speaking on one 
idea. However, when looking at the results for articulation rate and repetitions/reformulations, the 
results point to the 3/2/1 as the more effective activity. 
 
Differences between the 3/2/1 and 2/1.5/1 activities in week 3 and week 12 
In the previous discussion, it was summarized that the 3/2/1 is the more effective activity for 
improving fluency over time. Therefore, it might be assumed that the 3/2/1 activity should be 
adopted in EDC classes. However, this question may not be so straightforward. The results of the 
independent samples t-test show that there were no significant differences between the two 
activities in articulation rates, hesitations or length of first idea in week 3. The only difference was 
in repetitions and reformulations with the 2/1.5/1 activity significantly outperforming the 3/2/1, 
possibly due to the shorter first and second stages of the 2/1.5/1 giving the participants less to 
recall as mentioned in the previous section. However, while there was still no significant difference 
in articulation rates, the 3/2/1 activity showed significantly better performance in terms of fewer 
hesitations and time talking about their first idea by week 12. In addition, the difference in number 
of repetitions between the two activities also became insignificant, supporting the idea that the 
benefits of the shorter first and second stages of the 2/1.5/1 were reduced as the participants’ ideas 
became longer and more complex.  
These results indicate that while the 2/1.5/1 has some advantages over the 3/2/1 in the early 
stages of being introduced, the shorter first and second stages of the 2/1.5/1 do not seem to be as 
effective in pushing students to improve their fluency as the 3/2/1 overtime. Therefore, the 2/1.5/1 
activity may be recommended as an entry to the fluency activity, but instructors should be seeking 
to move students to completing a 3/2/1 activity as soon as possible if they want their students to 
make more effective gains in fluency over time. 
 
CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
In the introduction to this paper, it was mentioned that the 3/2/1 activity might not be consistent 
with Paul Nation’s 4/3/2 activity, as the former requires students to triple their speaking speed, 
whereas the later requires student only to double their rate of speech. Therefore, if the 4/3/2 were 
to be reduced, a 2/1.5/1 may be more appropriate. However, the results of this paper quite clearly 
show that, while the 2/1.5/1 activity has benefits in developing fluency, the 3/2/1 is significantly 
more effective in developing fluency over time.  
The results of this study have provided some interesting insights, but there is much room 
for additional research on the fluency activity. Firstly, the sample sizes for each of the three levels 
of English proficiency used in this study were too small to yield statistically significant results, so 
it would be interesting to see if the two activities had the same results over all four levels or 
whether a shorter activity might be more appropriate for lower level groups. In addition, it would 
be interesting to see whether fluency levels continue to improve after reaching the second semester 
or whether they plateau after a certain point. If these questions could be answered, it might shed 
more light on how the fluency activity might be more effectively employed in English 
communication classrooms. 
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APPENDIX 
Lesson 3 Task     Lesson 12 Task 
    
